Supreme Court Update-Toyota Motor Manufacturing v. Williams
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), the United States Supreme Court decided the question of whether or not an employee is substantially limited in performing manual tasks as a result of her carpal tunnel syndrome and related impairments under the Americans With Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA).
FACTS
The employee in this case began working for the employer in August 1990. She was placed on an engine fabrication assembly line where she worked with pneumatic tools. Use of these tools eventually caused her to experience pain in her hands, wrists, and arms, and she was eventually diagnosed with bilateral carpal tunnel syndrome. Her permanent work restrictions precluded her from lifting more than 20 pounds and precluded her from frequently lifting or carrying up to 10 pounds. She was also to avoid constant, repetitive flexion or extension of her wrists or elbows, and overhead work and use of pneumatic tools.
After being placed on permanent work restrictions, the employee was assigned to various modified duty jobs. She eventually filed a claim for workers' compensation. This claim
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was settled and the employee returned to work. She then became unsatisfied with the employer's efforts to accommodate her work restrictions and, ultimately, she sued her employer under the ADA for its failure to provide a reasonable accommodation. That suit was also settled and, as part of the sett ement, the employee returned to work in December 1993.
The employee was assigned to a team in Quality Control Inspection Operations. This team was responsible for four tasks, including "(1) 'assembly paint'; (2) 'paint second inspection'; (3) 'shell body audit'; and (4) 'ED surface repair'" (Toyota, lSI L. Ed.2d at 625). Initially, the employee rotated between the first two tasks, and both parties agreed that she was physically capable of performing both of these jobs. Then, in the Fall of 1996, the employer announced that the entire team was to rotate through all four processes.
The employee indicated that shortly after the shell body audit position was added to her rotation, she began to experience pain in her neck and shoulders. Thereafter, she was diagnosed with myotendinitis bilateral periscapular, myotendinitis, and myositis bilateral forearms with nerve compression causing median nerve irritation and thoracic outlet compression. She requested that the employer accommodate her medical conditions by allowing her to return to only performing the first two processes. The parties disagreed about what happened next, but it was clear that the employee's last day of work with the employer was on December 6, 1996. The employer formally terminated the employee on January 27, 1997 citing her poor attendance record.
PROCEDURAL HISTORY
The employee filed a charge of disability discrimination with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). After receiving a right to sue letter, she filed a complaint in federal district court alleging an ADA violation because of the employer's failure to reasonably accommodate her disability and for terminating her. She claimed that she was disabled under the ADA because she was substantially limited in her ability to perform manual tasks, housework, gardening, playing with her children, lifting, and working. She argued that these were major life activities under the ADA.
The district court held that the employee's impairment did not qualify as a "disability" under the ADA, because she was not substantially limited in a "major life activity." Rather, she was limited in the performance of her job. The district court recognized that the employee suffered from a physical impairment, but it held that "the impairment did not qualify as a disability because it had not 'substantially limited' any 'major life activity" (Toyota, lSI L. Ed.2d at 627).
The district court found that performing manual tasks, lifting, and working were major life activities, but the court determined this evi-dence was insufficient to demonstrate that the employee had been substantially limited in lifting or working. The employee's argument that gardening, playing with children, and housework were major life activities was rejected by the district court. It was noted that the argument that the employee could not perform manual tasks was inconsistent with the testimony that she could perform the first two process of her position.
On appeal, the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals reversed the district court's ruling when it found the employee suffered from a disability because she was substantially limited in the major life activity of performing manual tasks. The Court of Appeals indicated the employee had to show her limitation involved a "class" of manual activities, and it found that she satisfied the requirement because she was not able to perform manual jobs requiring gripping and repetitive work with her hands. The Court of Appeals noted the fact that the employee could perform tasks related to personal hygiene or household chores did not affect its determination because the employee was substantially limited in her ability to perform the range of tasks associated with an assembly line job.
THE LAW
The Supreme Court reversed the decision of the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals and held that the Court of Appeals did not apply the correct standard in determining whether the employee was disabled under the ADA. The ADA requires private employers to provide reasonable accommodations to the known physical or mentallimitations of an otherwise qualified individual with a disability who is an applicant or employee. unless such covered entity can demonstrate that the accommodation would impose an undue hardship (Toyota, 151 L. Ed.2d at 628, quoting 42 U.S.C.S. § 12112 (b)(S)(A) [1994 ed.] ).
The Supreme Court also noted that the ADA defined "disability" as (Toyota, 151 L. Ed.2d at 628, quoting 42 U.S.C.S. § 12102 (2) Thus, in determining whether a major life activity is substantially limited, several factors should be considered, such as the nature and severity of the impairment; the duration, or expected duration, of the impairment; and the permanency, or expected permanency, of the impact of the impairment.
THE HOLDING
The Supreme Court indicated the only question before it was whether the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals properly determined the employee to be disabled under the ADA. Because of the definition of substantial (i.e., "considerable in amount, value, or worth" and "being that specified to a large degree or in the main"), the Supreme Court noted that one making such a claim would not have a qualifying disability if the impairment interfered in a minor way with the performance of manual tasks (Toyota, 151 L. Ed.2d at 630, quoting Webster's Third New International Dictionary [1976] ). Additionally, the Supreme Court explained that for manual tasks to fit into the category of "major life activities" (i.e., "activities that are of central importance to daily life"), the tasks in question must be central to the claimant's daily life (Toyota, 151 L. Ed.2d at 631). If individual tasks within the category "manual tasks" do not qualify individually as major life activities, then together the tasks must qualify as major life activities.
The Supreme Court held to be substantially limited in performing manual tasks, an individual must have an impairment that prevents or severely restricts the individual from doing activities that are of central importance to most people's daily lives. The impairment's impact must also be permanent or long term (Toyota, 151 L. Ed.2d at 631).
Moreover, it is insufficient for a claimant to submit a medical diagnosis of impairment because the ADA requires claimants tooffer evidence that the extent of their limitation, in terms of their own experience, is substantial.
Additionally, it was noted that Congress intended the existence of a disability to be determined on a case by case basis, which is necessary when the impairment involves symptoms that can vary from individual to individual. Carpal tunnel was described as a condition can vary in terms of severity and that some cases resolve in I month, even without surgery. Other cases can last for years, and when pregnancy is the cause, symptoms often resolve within 2 weeks of delivery. Thus, the mere diagnosis of carpal tunnel syndrome is not sufficient to indicate whether the claimant has a disability within the meaning of the ADA.
WHAT THE COURT OF APPEALS DlO WRONG
The Supreme Court explained that the Court of Appeals only analyzed the employee's limitation in relation to a class of manual tasks and the impact on ability to perform tasks at work. It was explained that the Court of Appeals should have asked whether the employee's impairments hindered her ability to perform tasks of central importance in most people's daily lives, rather than whether she was unable to perform the tasks associated with her job. This is because the manual tasks unique to one job may not be important parts of most people's lives, and occupation specific tasks may have only limited relevance in the manual tasks inquiry.
As applied in this case, the Supreme Court explained that the tasks the employee was required to perform were not important to most people's daily lives and the Court of Appeals should not have considered her inability to do these manual tasks as proof that she was substantially limited in performing manual tasks. Additionally, the Court of Appeals did not consider the employee's ability to perform tasks involving personal hygiene or household chores, legal Issues which the Supreme Court noted it should have considered, because they are of central importance in daily life. The Supreme Court also explained the changes the employee made in her life, in relation to household chores and playing with her children, were not severe restrictions and were not of central importance to most people' s daily lives.
THE IMPORTANCE OF THIS DECISION
As the Supreme Court has explained, ADA clai ms must be reviewed on a case by case basis. From this decision, it cannot be said that carpal tunnel syndrome will never be considered a disability under the ADA. As noted by the Supreme Court, the symptoms and severity can vary from individual to individual. However, this claim reit-erates that a simple diagnosis is not enough to prove a disability under the ADA. Additionally, impairment in the ability to perform manual tasks of importance to the claimant's specific job is not the determinative factor. Rather, people claiming the protection of the ADA, based on the inability to perform manual tasks, must be substantially limited in the ability to perform the variety of tasks central to most people's daily lives.
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